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The First Sunday of Advent 

Luke 21:25-36 & Jeremiah 33:14-16 
Psalm 25:1-1-; I Thessalonians 3:9-13 

 

 
The feeling of expectation can be a powerful thing. Maybe the coming of Christmas 

was an experience of intense expectation for you when you were a child. Now it’s 

that with a mix of anxiety. Expectation can force new directions or create new 

habits. It can keep us steady when everything else is flying off into scattered orbits. 

Or, it can take the form of the expectation of relief or the hope of healing. Perhaps 
it’s simply the expectation God will intervene in your life, making a way that did not 

exist because of your own efforts. There are two Scriptures for us to hear from this 

morning and so it’s likely there are two faces of expectation, each scripture 

providing a different view of the expectation that God will do something in the 

world. 
 

First it has a look to the past, a way of seeing backward in time to that time when a 

savior was hoped for. It is an orientation to the past in the sense that it is a 

recapitulation of the longing of a long ago time when women and men of faith 

anticipated the coming of God’s Messiah. The Hebrew prophets had a strong sense 

of the coming of God to save God’s people. In the midst of strong oppression and 
suffering, there was the anticipation that God would most surely enter into human 

history and actively work for the freedom of Israel. 

 

But Advent also looks to the future in an attitude of expectancy over what God has 

yet to do in history. Consequently, we have a Sunday in the season of Advent 
dedicated to thinking in future tense about the coming of Christ in judgment and 

power and glory. In today’s reading from Luke’s gospel, we have the strident 

message of the second coming of Christ to the world. It is an apocalyptic message 

of harsh and harrowing words warning all of us: “Be on guard …”1 

 
But it’s Advent’s face toward the past we usually seek. Four Sundays are set aside 

for the expectation of Christ’s birth. We have a wonderful Christmas Eve service 

that helps us center our thoughts on what the wonder of that night might have 

been like. We have the beautiful songbook of hymns and Christmas songs that 

celebrate Christ’s birth. The expectation of Christ’s birth is full of sweetness and 

grace. Even the most hardened skeptic can feel the pulse of the season and 
celebrate that magical night. 

 

                                                 
1 Adapted from materials found in Cousar, Gaventa, McCann, Newsome, Texts for Preaching, A Lectionary 

Commentary Based on the NRSV – Year C, Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1994, 2 
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Abraham Heschel claimed a prophet was someone who knows what time it is.2 Six 

centuries apart, both Jeremiah and Jesus stood on the streets of Jerusalem and 

proclaimed to those who heard them that the city would be destroyed. The 
message was so disturbing both of them shed tears over their own words. 

 

When Jesus put on the mantle of prophecy, he turned to Jeremiah for inspiration 

and drew upon Jeremiah’s prophetic imagery in his words. These two passages, 

separated by centuries of time and circumstance, walk hand-in-hand seeing beyond 
the particulars of this world, both sensing God at work birthing something 

extraordinary beyond the present moment. Jeremiah’s message, however, was 

spoken under the shadow of oppression and it’s a word we have to hear as though 

we’re dispossessed slaves living under the control of others who control every 

aspect of our lives. 

 
We are people of control and advantage and cannot hear this message as those of 

the 7th century before Christ. In fact, those who share in the power systems of the 

world should hear these words and tremble. People who run banks, people who 

work in city governments, people who have profited from the status quo should 

twitch nervously whenever apocalyptic language is used because it means a change 
is coming which will likely reverse the conditions for those who are oppressed by 

their oppressors. 

 

How about this example from history? Columbia, South Carolina, Mary Chestnut’s 

diary of March, 1865:  “Sherman marched off in solid column, leaving not so much 
as a blade of grass behind. A howling wilderness, land laid waste, dust and ashes.” 

Her comments record the devastation to the Old South whose glory was built upon 

the old plantation system where slaves from Africa tended massive acres of 

economically viable crops that created wealth for the slaveholders. It was no small 

matter, then, that Mrs. Chestnut failed to mention in her tale of devastation and 

woe that the slaves were dancing in the streets.  
 

Hearing apocalyptic news is more about one’s position in the world and how the 

reversal that’s coming will affect their place in the old systems. It’s the passage 

from Luke’s gospel that gives us the forward sense of judgment and expectation. 

So we note there’s a fierce gleam in Jesus’ eye as he says these words. 
 

Maybe today’s Advent texts are words we can read and hear after all. We need to 

hear the sweet gentle message of the coming of a savior into the world. But we also 

need to hear the message to live expectantly as if Christ’s coming means 

something right here and now where we live faithfully on his behalf. David Buttrick 
tells the story of the poor black woman deep in the bayous of Louisiana who had 

raised over a dozen children over the years – most of them adopted and foster 

children. When a newspaper reporter asked her why she had done this considering 

her own meager resources, she replied, “I saw a new world coming …” 

 

                                                 
2 Introduction to this sermon adapted from Leonard Beechy,  “Reflections on the Lectionary,” Christian Century, 

11/17/09 
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So the schoolteacher says to her class, “Now class, I am going down the hall to the 

principle’s office for a few minutes. I certainly hope I can trust you to act like 

responsible 5th graders. But just in case, I’m leaving the door open. I’ve asked the 
teacher across the hall to listen for trouble. I hope you will show me how 

responsible you are. I’m leaving now. I had better not hear a word out of you. You 

have work to do while I’m gone …”  

 

And with that she softly leaves the room. The anticipation of her return lingers in 
the quiet classroom. In our hearts, we long for Jesus’ presence, for we are at our 

best when the Master is with us. 

 

Build within our hearts, O God, a sense of holy expectation for Christ’s return while 

we stay busy quietly doing the work of God in our time. 
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